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To Witness the Past: African-American Archaeology in
Alexandria: An Exhibit
John P. McCarthy, Greenhorne and O'Mara, Inc., Greenbelt, MD
While the city of Alexandria, Virginia is well-known for its program of public participation
urban archaeology, the program's long history of interest in African-American archaeology is
less known. The city's archaeology staff began exploration African American life at residential
sites in 1978, and over the last 20 years, a total of 25 homes of free blacks, two slave residences,
and three manufacturing sites where most of the laborers were African American have been
investigated.
That Alexandria archaeology is largely African-American archaeology should come as no
surprise. Alexandria, like most southern cities, had a considerable African-American population,
both free and enslaved. Freemen, in particular, were a significant part of the population: by 1845,
they numbered 1,627 and by 1860 half of the city's African-American residents were free.
This exhibit reflects the wide range of material circumstances within the African-American
community. Some of the most striking artifacts exhibited include a Chinese export porcelain
lattice fruit basket and a willow-pattern transfer-printed platter. These were among the materials
recovered from the home of a former slave named Harriet Williams. Williams lived on South St.
Asaph Street from 1849 until at least 1861. Other materials recovered from a brick-lined shaft
feature at the site included a wine glass, an ink bottle, a clay tobacco pipe, a porcelain
candlestick, and the ornament from a brass bedpost.
Based on the apparent wealth this assemblage reflects it has been speculated that Williams may
have enjoyed a warm relationship with her owner, Samuel Lindsey, who lived just three doors
away. Williams seems to have received costly hand-me-downs as fashions changed.
In marked contrast, artifacts from the nearby home Moses and Nancy Hanless, who were free
blacks, were much more modest. Ceramics from that site included a plain white tea cup and a
white pitcher. In addition to domestic materials, the exhibit also includes artifacts from a sugar
house, pottery, and glassworks.
The exhibit is presented in cases around the perimeter of the city's usually busy public laboratory
facility which is housed in the Torpedo Factory Art Center on the Potomac River in Old Town.
Here most Saturdays and Sundays the city's dedicated volunteers can be found hard at work
processing and documenting collections while they await warmer weather and fieldwork
opportunities.
The exhibit, which is expected to run through at least March 31st, provides an excellent
introduction to the goals and methods of historical archaeology. Its focus on poorly documented
African Americans makes a strong case for the archaeology of minority and disenfranchised
communities.
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